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Introduction
As a photographer and a spectator, I began to feel that the conventional
methods of portraiture failed to provide me with the heightened awareness
supposedly afforded by art. A different approach was needed to instill a
sense of the extraordinary in my understanding of photography. I then
started experimenting with ways of exaggerating the implied meaning of
my photographs, in an effort to make them more exciting visually and more
provocative mentally. I found that my work was gradually moving towards a
mode of expression best characterized under the rubric of melodrama.
At its best, melodrama renders a world overflowing with meaning.
Seemingly minor events have the potential of exploding upon our complacency
with violent force, and in the magic of the melodramatic, we can take little
for granted. As an expressionistic mode of knowledge, melodrama often
seems to reach beyond the surface of appearances, offering us glimpses
into that which normally remains invisible. When melodrama is incorporated
into photography, the question of whether photography can provoke a kind of
understanding which reaches beneath and beyond the surface of things,
becomes an important consideration.
As a kind of narrative, melodrama is a suspect form of knowledge.
While seeking to reveal hidden meaning, it
also suggests that the world
of appearances is deceiving: there is always more meaning hidden behind
that which is immediately apparent. As a critical activity. I believe
that melodrama functions in between the (oftentimes conflicting) realms
of representation and signification. Most of the photographs presented
here are only capable of suggesting
a significance for the subjects and
events represented. Hopefully, this allows the spectator to become an
active participant, rather than a passive recipient, in determining the
photograph's meaning.
(Author's note: please observe that the following discussions, until the
conclusion of this report, are carefully structured to
follow the ideas
presented in the Introduction. Each discussion section begins with a
statement taken from the Introduction.)
"As a photographer and a spectator, I began to feel that the conventional




The following photograph is a portrait. There are probably millions
of photographic portraits in the world today. With so many portraits in
the world, it is easy for me to be bored by them.
(from 11/25/86 Village Voice)
The preceding portrait is a description of a person, Bill Stern.
Like many other photographic portraits, it appears to be a straightfoward
depiction of someone, as he really is. This picture is boring to me for
another reason, besides the one that there are so many other portraits
made in this same way.
The other reason it bores me is because it really does not tell
me that much about Bill Stern. I know that he is a white male who is
wearing glasses and a plaid shirt. He seems to be aware that he is
being photographed. Hence, he is smiling at the photographer. I
suppose that he is smiling to give the impression that he is a nice,
friendly person. He seems to be relaxed: the evidence is his jacket
draped across his shoulder in a casual manner. The blurred background
suggests that he is walking along a city street. As I think about the
image, I am beginning to doubt whether he is smiling. It could be
that the photographer asked him a question that he did not quite
understand. His smile could be a kind of question mark, as if he were
asking the photographer what he or she meant. As I am thinking about
the photograph, I am becoming more and more doubtful about what it tells
me. I am not sure if it tells me much at all about this Bill Stern.
Maybe, then, I am bored because the photograph does not provide
me with much information. As a straightfoward description of Bill Stern's
appearance, the meaning of the photograph seems
limited.
The meaning of the photograph is not only limited, but
doubtful.
That is, I could well imagine a photograph of this same person on a
different day, in different circumstances. I could imagine a photograph
of him scowling at the photographer
because the photographer shouted
obscenities at him. Then we would have a photograph that showed him
as a mean, hateful person. I could imagine a photograph of him in colder
weather, so that he is bundled up in his coat, with his arms crossed to
conserve body heat. This imagined image would suggest that he is a tense,
uptight kind of person. The list is almost endless of the possible
impressions that could be conveyed in different photographs of the same
person.
The photograph of Bill Stern is a conventional kind of portrait.
It does not provide me with any kind of heightened awareness that I can
think of. What do you, the reader, think? Does it provide you with any
kind of heightened awareness?
The photograph of Bill Stern was reproduced in a newspaper,
the Village Voice. I guess it is therefore journalism. I am not sure,
really. But anyway, when I think of art, I think of something that
really can increase our awareness. Maybe we could just say that Bill Stern's
picture is photojournalism, not art, so it does not have to increase our
awareness. This is a possibility, but it seems to be dodging the issue.
You are probably wondering why I think that art should or can
heighten our awareness. As a student of art, I was given the MFA Handbook
to successfully complete my MFA degree. In the back of the Handbook is
"Appendix I", which gives me helpful hints about the meaning of art. In
"Appendix I", I found the following quote by Edward Steichen:
To make good photographs, to express something, to contribute
something to the world he
lives in, and to contribute some
thing to the art of photography
besides imitations of the best
photographers on the market today, that is the basic training,
the understanding of self.
I think that the meaning of the quote is that art photography
should
heighten our awareness, to contribute something to the world, and to
understand ourselves.
In retrospect, I think that this is what most of my teachers at
RIT tried to teach me. They tried to teach me that art should increase
our understanding. I think I agree with them.
Summary
As a photographer and a spectator, I began to feel that the
conventional methods of portraiture failed to provide me with the
heightened awareness supposedly afforded by art.
"A different approach was needed to instill a sense of the extraordinary
in my understanding of
photography."
Discussion
I wanted art that could increase my awareness. Since conventional
portraiture did not do this, I hoped portraiture that was not conventional
would. Therefore I wanted something extraordinary.
Let us return to the portrait of Bill Stern for a moment. The
photograph is, I think, boring, but beyond this you might be wondering
how I know it is a portrait of someone named Bill Stern. I know that it
is because the photograph was in the Village Voice, as an illustration
of an article about Bill Stern. They even included a caption, right
underneath the photograph, for us to understand who it was a picture of.
This is the caption that was underneath the photograph:
\ Bill Stent: an attractive character who gets little sympathy
The caption does more than identify the person in the image. It
also tells us how to understand the image's meaning. It tells us that
he is an attractive character who gets little sympathy. I think that
the caption is meant to somehow explain the photograph. For me, -the
caption adds a lot of excitement to the image. It makes the image
extraordinary, by adding a lot of suggestive qualities to
the image.
To me, the caption inflates the meaning
of the photograph. We
would not otherwise know, without the caption, that Bill Stern is an
attractive character who gets little sympathy. But after
we read the
caption, the photograph
does seem to support what the caption describes.
After we read the caption, we also read into the meaning of the photograph.
We add something that is not literally in the image. But this does make
the photograph more exciting, doesn't it? The caption, in addition to the
photograph, does heighten our awareness.
I did not want to make captions, though, to increase the effectivenss
of my own photographs. Was there some other way to increase the meaning
of my images?
Summary
A different approach was needed to instill a sense of the extraordinary
in my understanding of photography.
"I then started experimenting with ways of exaggerating the implied
meaning of my photographs, in an effort to make them more exciting
visually and more provocative
mentally."
Discussion
The use of the caption with Bill Stern's photograph helped to
exaggerate the meaning of the image. Was it possible to do this
without
captions? Here is another photograph. It has no captions to go with :
This last photograph is from the March, 1987 issue of Elie Magazine
Do you think the implied meaning of this photograph is exaggerated? It
is an odd question, isn't it. I mean, the implied meaning is the implied
meaning: how do we know if it is exaggerated or not? And why do I say
"implied"? Isn't the meaning of the image right there, on its surface?
These are all good questions.
I will just try to describe what is in the image, with nothing
added. It will be a kind of experiment. To make it fun, why don't yOu
also try to describe to yourself what is only in the photograph. Then
you can compare your description to mine. Try it! I will wait for
you to do this.
Are you done yet? Here is my description of the image:
The image seems to be a reproduction of a photograph. It is
printed on a glossy one-dimensional paper surface. The tones
in the image are a range from black to white, but there is an
overall purplish hue to the image. It shows a woman. Her
hair seems to be light-colored, maybe blond. She seems to be
kneeling, with her right hand on her thigh. Her left elbow
seems to be propped up on her other thigh, and the left arm
is raised vertically, holding a cigarette in her hand. Her
eyes are not looking directly in front of her. She is looking
to the side, although her face is foward, towards the viewer.
There are many criss-crossing shadows in the background. Her
face is brightly lit on her right side, and more dimly lit on
her left side. Her body is mostly hidden in the shadows,
except for part of her thighs .
That is about all that I can say about the description of the image.
How does it compare to your description?
Now, let's try a second experiment. Let's ask ourselves, what does
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the image suggest? Go ahead and look at the photograph, and think about
some of the thoughts that enter your head. You don't have to limit your
thoughts to what is exactly in the image. Here are some of my thoughts:
I think that she is very pretty. Her lips are full and
her thighs are exposed to my view. She is seducing me. But
she isn't looking at me. I am fantasizing that she is thinking
about something I have said to her. Or maybe we have just had
a fight. I am trying to make up to her and she is thinking
about forgiving me. At any rate, I would like to be seduced
by her. The way she is holding her thigh, it feels like she
has accepted my presence as a viewer. She seems to take it
for granted that her thighs are being displayed. She seems
very un-selfconscious . The shadows are both alluring and
threatening. They suggest something alluring but possibly
forbidden. The shadows make it hard to see everything that
might be in the picture, as if something were being hidden and
difficult to comprehend. This is reinforced by the way she
seems absorbed in her thoughts, as if she were puzzling over
something. But still, she has a lot of poise and seems to be
independent, self-confident. She is holding her cigarette in
a relaxed manner. The long ash intrigues me, although I don't
know why. The purplish tint reminds me of old movies for
some reason. I think of film-noir pictures, with their heavy
lighting and psychological drama. The tinting makes me nostalgic,
as if it were a memory I have almost forgotten. She reminds me
of something, because she seems to be from the past. But she
is posed as if she were about to make a decision, or utter a
thought. The past tense of the photograph also has hints
of a gesture that is being made. It is not yet formed, but
I do feel that she is about to do something.
If you are a female reader, I wonder how your reaction differs from
mine. Obviously, my response to the image is based on
feelings of seduction.
At any rate, how does your reaction
to the photograph compare with mine?
Even if your reaction is different, I am willing to guess that
the image made you think about some things that weren't really in the
picture.
I guess that your response to the image is larger, or contains more things,
than your literal description of the image. And if your thoughts
about
the photograph were different from mine, then
this tells us something very
important: the meaning of the photograph
can be different, depending on
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the viewer. Also, it tells us that the meaning of a photograph is not
only its literal content and description. The meaning of a photograph
is also exaggerated, or lengthened, by what it implies. This is not
necessarily done with captions. In this last example, the photograph
did it by itself (with the aid of the viewer).
Helpful hint: denote means, 1. to reveal or indicate plainly 2. to refer
to specifically; mean explicitly
connote means, 1. to suggest or imply in addition to
literal meaning
(from The American Heritage Dictionary of the English Language,
copyright 1973) .
Was there a way to consistently make photographs, without words,
that could provoke a response not contained by the literal image?
Summary
I then started experimenting with ways of exaggerating
the implied
meaning of my photographs,
in an effort to make them more exciting visually
and more provocative mentally.
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"I found that my work was gradually moving towards a mode of expression
best characterized under the rubric of
melodrama."
Discussion
This means that I was starting to do my own photography, and that
I was looking for a name to describe their effects. I was making portraits
of people, mostly in groups of two. I was photographing friends of mine,
mostly. I would say to them, for example: "Hey Tim, Hey Deb, how are you?
Can I come over to your house and make a photograph of you two? I'll give
you a free print of the
results."
Because they were friends, they would
usually agree to be photographed.
I would then go to where they lived. I would take my photographic
equipment . Because the only camera equipment I owned was a 4x5 view camera
with a 120mm lens, I used it to make the portraits. I also had a tripod
to hold the camera while I was making the exposure. And for lighting, if
there wasn't enough natural light to make the exposure, I had a small
hand-held flash unit. I also had a 20ft. squeeze-bulb exposure release
cable. I could move around the room as I made the picture!
I used Tri-X black-and-white film because it was the cheapest and
most readily available. After I made the exposures, I would take the
film to RIT. There was a machine there that processed the film. You
just stick the film in one end of the machine, and it comes out the other
end already developed. The only
drawback was that the
"fixer"
part of
the film development was not complete. This meant in a practical way that
after a year or so, the negative image would simply
fade away and
disappear. This did not bother me, though. I got it in my head that it
was a subtle way of paying homage to the
great artists of the past.
13
(Henry Peach Robinson "Fading Away", 1858)
After the negatives were developed, I would go into my darkroom




prints of them. In April, 1986, I hung up
17 of these prints in a photography gallery at RIT. Then I invited people
to the gallery and served them food and drink. Some of them looked at
the photographs, in addition to eating and drinking. This was my
"MFA Thesis Show".
I am getting ahead of myself, but at least now you have an overview
of the procedures I went through.
While I was making my photographs, but before my Thesis Show,
I tried to figure out what my photographs were about. As you can surmise
from the earlier discussions, I wanted to make photographs that could give
the viewer something to think about. I wanted them to provoke a reaction
in the viewer. Hopefully, the viewer would start to think about things
not literally in the image. Hopefully, the viewer would add, with their
own thoughts, to the meaning of the photograph. You don't have to agree
with me about all of this. Hopefully, though, you have some idea of what
I mean. That is all I want.
As I made my photographs, I made more photographs. I made more
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photographs because I liked making them. I did not make more photographs
to prove any kind of point: I did not know what they meant. I just made
more photographs because I liked to make them. That is all.
But part of the reason I entered the MFA Program at RIT was to
understand my photographs. I wanted to do more than like them. I also
wanted to know what they meant. Luckily, an event occurred that helped
me to understand my photographs.
When I went to graduate school
>
as I was making my photographs ,
I saw a film. It was called Chinese Roulette. It was by a man, now
dead, name Ranier Werner Fassbinder. He was a German. He died under
mysterious circumstances. It might have been drugs, I'm not sure. He was
homosexual, too. He was a prolific worker, and made a lot of films before
he died at an early age. I am telling you this because it is melodramatic.
It makes my story interesting.
I saw the film in a darkened room. This also added to the intrigue.
Can you imagine the excitement I must have felt, gaining real insight into
my own work as I sat in a darkened room? Just imagine yourself, sitting
in a dark room. Suddenly, you know something that you didn't know before!
The film was a melodrama. If you just think in a general roundabout
way, based on your own experience, you probably have some thoughts about
what melodrama is. I do not mean to use the word in any specific kind of
way, and I do not want to formulate any academicized definition of what
it is.
For me, I just think of melodrama as something
like the daily
soap operas on television: you know, with all
those stereotyped




soap operas are, for me, shallow but entertaining. They are filled





finds out and blackmails them for a lot of
money, but only because she has to pay for her brother's expensive medical
operation, etc., etc.
The film was kind of like a soap opera. It was filled with characters
who did a lot of exciting things. Their actions were very dramatized and
exaggerated. It wasn't as if I believed the characters were just like
regular, everyday, people. What they did was so overstated that I did
not mistake them for reality. I just enjoyed the visual excitement of
the
characters'
dramatic actions. Or so I thought.
But as I watched more of the film, the emotions of the characters
did seem very real. The emotions on the screen were valid to me in a
way that the action of the film was not. The feelings of the characters
helped me to understand their relationships between one another. The
complexity of their relationships was very much like the relationships I
had with others in my life.
I will give you an example of what I mean. At the end of the
film, the husband has tortured the wife into such a state of jealousy
that she shoots a suspected rival of her husband's affections. The
husband calls the police to calmly report the
shooting. Then he holds
his wife in his arms, telling her that he has always loved
her and that
she is the only one he has ever
loved. On the surface, the actions of
the characters are overdramatized and not really
too believable. But the
actions of the characters bring out into the open the
"real"
feelings
of the characters. We don't know if we should
believe the husband's
16
words, or if the wife really meant to kill the other woman. But we
do recognize that the relationship between the husband and the wife is
very complicated, and is torn between feelings of love and feelings of
hate. We accept their feelings as a very real part of the relationship
between the characters. And although we would not want to emulate their
actions, we probably recognize some of the same feelings in our own
relationships.
So I ended up thinking that the melodrama by Fassbinder did do
something interesting. It made the normally invisible, repressed emotions
of its characters into something visible. I said to myself, maybe
melodrama is useful because it make the invisible, visible.
If you look carefully over all that you have so far read, or
at least think about it for a minute, you could perhaps see how melodrama
would be a good way of providing a kind of "heightened
awareness".
After I decided that I liked the idea of melodrama, I still had
some more thinking to do. I had to think next
whether or not my
photographs were a kind of melodrama. It would be hard for me to prove
that they are. Would it just do
for me to say, like a command, "they
are!"
It might help for me to discuss just
one of the images, to make
our thoughts more specific. To make it more fun, I
will write about
one of the images that does not seem to
"look"
like melodrama. I will
discuss image #1, on the top left corner of the
slide-sheet in the appendix
It is a photograph of three young women,
seated around a kitchen table.
One of the young women is looking at
the camera. She seems almost like
i"?
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she is rolling her eyes at the photographer; or at any rate, she does
not seem too overjoyed that a photograph is being made of her. The
other two women seem to be oblivious to the fact that a photograph is
being made. They are ignoring the photographer. It looks like the
photograph might have been made on a Sunday morning: there are Sunday
newspaper comics on the table. It looks like they might have just eaten
breakfast, because an empty plate sits in fromt of the woman looking at
the camera, on the right side of the photograph. The woman on the left
side of the image looks like she has just taken a pause from reading
the comics. She is partially facing the viewer, but her eyes are closed.
Maybe she is sleepy. At least, she does not appear to be very energetic
at the moment the photograph was made. The woman at the back of the
table has her head propped up by her hand, and she seems to be looking
at something on the table, maybe another part of the newspaper. In the
middle of the table is a milk carton, with the word
"Missing"
and a
portrait of two missing girls, printed prominently on the
carton. There
is a bag of choclate candy on the near-end of the table. At the back
of
the table is a small portable TV set that is turned on.
The photograph does not seem very melodramatic, does it? It
is the first photograph I made in the series. But what I like about the
photograph is that it seems to be about nothing really at
all. Nothing
momentous or dramatic is happening in the photograph. To me, though,
as
I look at the image I think that something is going
to happen, or has
already happened, before or
after the moment the image was made. Something
does seem to be missing from the photograph,
as if it weren't quite taken
at the correct moment. Since something
is missing, I want to fill in the
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gaps with my imagination. The photograph is very still, very quiet.
But in my mind, I want it to do something. The photograph has created a
subtle tension between what I see and what I want to see. I think, as I
look at the image, that it is trying to tell me something. I am
frustrated, though, because I do not understand its message.
This starts to get complicated, doesn't it?
Why, in .the first place, do I expect the photograph to be doing
something? Why do I think that something is missing from the image?
Part of the reason, I think, is because our culture operates with
the basic assumption that photographs are made because they describe
something for the viewer. Why else would a person bother to photograph
something, unless he or she thought that the photograph were a good way
of describing something for the viewer? This kind of reasoning is not
provable in any direct way, so all I can do is ask you what you think.
I do know that what I think when I look at photographs is flavored by
this basic assumption. And people that I have talked to seem to agree
that a photograph is made in order to describe something.
"To describe
something"
is a vague kind of thought. When I look
at the photograh of the three women, I think that, sure the photograph
is a description of something. But also, I think that I am dissapointed
when I look at the photograph, because it does not explain what it is
showing to me. Can a photograph show, without explaining?
Another reason that I sense an absence in the image is because of
the other photographs in the series. The Thesis Show had 17 pictures,
and they were bound to influence each other, just as they do in the
Appendix'
slide sheet, in the back of this report. Some of the other photographs
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are much more dramatic-looking than some of the others. They tend to
question the validity of one another. The dramatic photographs imply
that they are full of meaning. When we look at them, we probably think
that they are telling us more than the boring ones. The dramatic
photographs suggest that the boring ones are somehow failures, that
they are not quite capable of providing a lot of meaning. But when we
look at the boring photographs, they imply that the dramatic ones are
so over-exaggerated, they have distorted truth into falsehood.
I think that the more boring photographs, combined with the more
dramatic images, make us a little disappointed in both. They question
each other's ability to provide accurate descriptions. Both kinds of images
show us something, but they do not seem capable of explaining or justifying
what they are showing.
Now I really seem to be in trouble! It is almost as if I were
trying to convince you that none of my photographs are meaningful, isn't
it?
Do you remember, when I was discussing Fassbinder, how I admired
that his film made the invisible, visible? I think that this ability is,
for me, the cornerstone of my ideas about melodrama. Fassbinder 's film
allowed me to see something that I might not otherwise have seen. I think
that my photographs create the expectation that something will be revealed
by them, just as the film by Fassbinder did. I think, though, that my
images create this expectation without necessarily fulfilling it. Sometimes
it seems like my photographs are stubbornly withholding information, as if
they were lacking some key ingredient that would explain their meaning to
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the viewer. Sometimes my photographs leave me with the feeling that
there is something else, something that I can't quite see in the picture.
They make me feel like there is something invisible, without making it
visible enough for me to tell what it is.
I do not think that this really makes my photographs a failure:
instead, I think that it prods me, as a viewer, to actively question
and develop the latent meaning of the images. I think, too, that the
photographs make me realize that their meaning is only possible with
the viewer's interaction. Hopefully, this allows the viewer to discover,
for him or herself, new possiblities of meaning.
Summary
I found that my work was gradually moving
towards a mode of expression
best characterized under the rubric of melodrama.
21
At its best, melodrama renders a world overflowing with meaning.
Seemingly minor events have the potential of exploding upon our
complacency with violent force, and in the magic of the melodramatic,
we can take little for granted."
Discussion
The above description is a figurative, more than a literal,
characterization of melodrama. We should still question what it means,
though. This is difficult, since the statements are full of ambiguity.
What do I mean when I say that melodrama can render a world
that overflows with meaning? I think I mean it, firstly, as a challenge
to our everyday sensibilities, dulled by habit and tedium. On a gut level,
my photographs are a reaction against my ingrained callousness. Many
times, I have become so used to my surroundings, my friends, and even
myself, that I take them for granted. It is very easy for me to ignore
that which is closest to me. Making my photographs is a kind of vacation.
It gives me a new perspective, and reintroduces me to the world.
The photographs in this vacation-project are not of a faraway
land, nor of an exotic people. The photographs are simply of friends,
in their own homes, close to my home. Their creation is a result of
much cooperation between myself and my sitters. In the process,
I
understand them more, and maybe they learn something
about me. The
subsequent images are by no means all successful:
sometimes they lack any
sense of contact between myself and the
sitter. Even the failures, though,
bring me closer to the people I
worked with.
Making the photographs, however,
is different from looking at
the photographs. As I make them, they are a way
for me to re-engage
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in the world. The viewer, though, probably experiences a different
reaction to the images. Some of the photographs might provoke the
viewer into seeing a more exciting version of things, but I do not think
that the viewer learns much about the photographed subjects, as they are
in real life. Instead, I think that the images convey a fictional
description of the sitters. In their exaggeration, the images deny
their own validity as a pure document or record. Looking at slide #2
in the Appendix, for example, one sees a woman who is obviously posed
in a highly stylized manner, with her head tilted back into an unnatural
position. The whole image is highly contrived: the man on the left is
leaning out of the picture, the roses and ferns add a classical look,
and the lighting forms a baroque shadow on the woman's chest. The
photograph is not exactly a slice of reality.
The hyperbole of the image does render an excess of possible
meanings, but they are more imagined than
real. When I use the word
"imagined", I am not saying that the exaggerated meanings are false
- I
only mean that they are
not part of any literal
depiction. The meaning
of the photograph is instead sustained by its distortion, by its
figurative
gestures. The photograph has no meaning as a
pure record, because it
is not a pure record.
This is an odd way of talking
about photographs, isn't it? I
thought all photographs were
some kind of record. At some point in
time
these people really did
pose in front of the camera. The
photograph does
show a likeness of the couple,
the way they
looked when the picture was
made. I think so. I was there when
the picture was made, and
I promise
that they did look kind of
the way they look
in the photograph. Besides,
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how could the resulting image contain anything more than what was
originally exposed on the film?
If you think about it, it is a bit peculiar how I used the word
"render"
in the first sentence of the statement
,
and then I used the
word
"magic"
in the second statement (I mean the statement at the
beginning of this Discussion Section). When I think about the word "render",
I think of something like this: "Joe the artist made a faithful rendition
of the barn
door."
It makes me think that Joe did not embellish the
way the barn door really looked. Joe was faithful to the way it
actually was. I guess there are other meanings of render, but I
always think of it as a simple kind of reproduction. How do you
think of the word "render"?
But when I think of the word "magic", I think of mysterious
enchanting powers. I think of something like: "It was magical the way
you just appeared out of nowhere, in the middle of this deserted
forest."
If you are more cynical than I am, then your own example of a magic sentence
would probably be something like this: "I wonder how they did that
trick in the magic show at the Holiday
Inn."
Either way, magic implies
some kind of unexplained transformation, I think.
Photography's history is entertaining, because people often
confused
"render"
with "magic". I don't know if they used those words,
but I will give you an example of what I mean. In Henry Fox Talbot's
1844 book, The Pencil of Nature, Talbot made short commentaries on the
calotypes included in the book. He described his famous picture, of a
broom propped up against a door, in terms of its allegorical funtion,
as an exercise in artistic liberty. It was a picture that relied on its
strength of magical transformation, rather than any literal meaning. But
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his description of a calotype, which shows several shelves full of
china, is remarkably different: "Should a thief afterwords purloin the
treasures - if the mute testimony of the picture were to be produced
against him in court - it would certainly be evidence of a novel
kind."1
In this example, Talbot is reflecting on the capacity of the photograph
to render a faithful record of objects. It is a record so accurate
that it could be used as evidence in a court of law.
If you asked me how melodrama
"renders"
a world, I would say
that it only makes a magical world, not a literal one. The magic of
the melodramatic is a way of questioning the normal way of seeing
things. It is a way of describing things as they might be, rather than
as they are. It makes photography more fun to do and maybe it even
heightens our awareness.
I will try to illustrate my understanding of melodrama. If you look
back there again in the Appendix, at slide #3, it is a picture of a standing
woman in the left foreground . In the righthand background is a balled up
man on the couch. The man seems to be in pain or emotional distress, although
he remains largely anonymous. The woman appears to be on a different
surface plane than the rest of the photograph. Upon closer inspection, she
is standing behind a fish aquarium, whose glass
is magnifying her image.
A fish is swimming in the water in front of her, and appears
to be swimming
in thin air. Separating the woman and the man is a
curio cabinet. It is
out of focus, in the background of the image, but what
appears to be a
photograph of a person's head is on the cabinet shelf. The image on the
shelf is only a shadowy apparition, but to me it is frightening in its
lack of definition. The curio cabinet is mostly dark, except where small
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explosions of light from the flash unit are striking it. The whole image
contains a sense of darkness, and little clarity. To me, it is a very
frightening image, with deep psychological undercurrents of taboo, repression,
and helplessness.
Strictly speaking, the image is only possible with the use of a
camera: that is, the scene in the living room as I made the picture did
not look at all to me the way it does in the photograph. I don't think
the viewer of the image had to have been at the scene to realize that it
has been radically transformed by the image-making process. The photograph
is able to create (with the help of the viewer) its own set of meanings.
The fear and the tension that I feel when I experience this image were not
in the original living room conditions when the picture was made. Neither,
though, are my fear and tension imbedded in the photograph itself. They
arise out of my interaction with the image.
The meaning of the image involves a process of transformation, from
the original scene in front of the camera, to the suggestive emotional
qualities in the resulting photograph, as I view it. The meaning of the
scene has been changed and it has been amplified. No longer confined to
the literal sense of rendering, the melodramatic image attacks "what
is"
with the possibility of "what could
be."
Summary
At its best, melodrama renders a world overflowing with
meaning.
Seemingly minor events have the potential of exploding
upon our complacency
with violent force, and in the magic of the melodramatic, we can take little
for granted.
26




I have been discussing throughout the Thesis Report that melodrama's
importance is in its ability to render the invisible, visible. In the last
Discussion Section, I talked specifically about an image that evoked strong
feelings in me as I viewed it. For me, the photograph made me confront
aspects of myself that I normally leave untouched. The image, I think, was
more than a simple depiction - it was also a challenge to the smooth, seamless
rule that appearances often have upon our lives. In a very simple way, the
image offered alternatives to my normally restricted perceptions. I think
the photograph was able to have this effect upon me because it exaggerated
and enlarged the implicit meanings of an event, making them large enough for
me to see.
I find, though, that I cannot prescribe any formula for the way my
melodramatic photographs work (when they do work) . The only thing I can say
with certainty is that it involves an active response by the viewer to the
photograph. It is my response that judges the effects of the image, and it is
my response that guarantees the rubric of melodrama. Without this subjective
response, the photographs fail, because then their exaggeration becomes an empty
buffoonery. Unless the viewer is actively involved in the interpretation of
the melodramatic picture, its
"rendition"
of the world is only a grotesque
distortion, so stretched that it is a lie.
I do not think that there is really a meaning hidden underneath
appearances. I think that the meaning is instead hidden
inside ourselves.
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I think that the meaning in the photographs is the same curiosity, ambiguity,
insecurity, fear, imagination, and playfulness that is part of our response
to the world. The photographs do not describe something "out there", in the
world: they describe ourselves.
Summary
As an expressionistic mode of knowledge, melodrama often seems
to
reach beyond the surface of appearances, offering




When melodrama is incorporated into photography, the question of whether
photography can provoke a kind of understanding which reaches beneath and
beyond the surface of things, becomes an important consideration."
Discussion
In the last Discussion Section, I wrote about how I think melodrama
functions. I described melodrama as part of our response to the image.
I ignored, though, the question of whether photography is an appropriate
medium for generating that response. Are there any difficulties, inherent
to the photographic process, that inhibit the optimal use of melodrama?
In this Section, I will attempt to make some general observations
about photography, irregardless of melodrama, which dominate our understanding
of the medium. In this way, I hope to gain a better understanding of
the possible problems when photography is linked to the specific use of melodrama.
I will also use, as a study photograph, an image that is not melodramatic...
If you think for a moment, it is very difficult for a camera to take a
picture by itself. Usually, a person has to push a button, or do something,
before the camera takes a picture. Where the person points the camera
is an important decision. The pointing of the camera, like the clicking of
the shutter, involves a judgment of some sort. A
person has to decide what to
include in a photograph, and what not to include. Even if a person
turns their
back while they are taking a picture in the
opposite direction, they are probably
doing it for some kind of reason, even if it is
just to discover what it
looks like later. The choice of what camera to use, what film, what printing
paper, etc., also involves a lot of
decisions. I only mean to show that
the
camera does not just make an impartial record of how
things appear. It
involves a lot of human judgment, right from the start.
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When we make judgments, we usually have to ask questions. That is,
we have to decide between one thing and another. We have to decide, for
example, if the apple tree in the picture should be to the left of Johnny,
in back of Johnny, or not in the picture at all. This decision-making
process involves a series of questions. We might not always ask the
questions outloud, but they are always there. We might not always have
to say, "where am I going to put the apple tree in relation to
Johnny,"
but the question has been implicitly acknowledged in our decision.
When we look at photographs that have already been made, we make
more judgments about the picture. In order to comprehend it, we have to
decide its meaning. Sometimes it seems that a photograph just gives us
its meaning, when we think it clearly and explicitly conveys a message.
The following photograph, for example, seems to be pretty clear:
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The photograph is obviously of President Reagan. It shows hi
pointing. We almost automatically assume that he has been photographed in
a public situation, probably a news conference. The photograph conveys a
sense of determination in his face, and so the act of pointing seems very
deliberate. He seems to be singling someone out, or pointing at something.
We are so used to seeing this kind of image, that we probably just assume
that he is at some sort of news conference, fielding questions.
My description of the photograph, though, involves a lot of
judgments on my part. I make assumptions, I read into the meaning of
the photograph. It does not simply "give me its
message,"
but I bring
my prior experience of such images into the way I look at this image.
And still, I am left with a lot of question marks. I do not know
exactly where or at what he is pointing to. His facial expression could
represent a lot of things: it could be fear, tension, attentive concentration,
anger, acknowledgment, etc. I know the photograph is very expressive,
but I am not sure what it is expressive of. I have to struggle to understand
the meaning of the photograph.
Even when I know the context of the photograph, its specific
circumstances and usage, I get more questions than
answers. The photograph
was indeed made at the Presidential news conference, during the Iran-Contra
"arms for
hostages"
controversy. The caption of the photograph says:





referred to: in the caption and':the
pictuteccould
suggest an acknowledgment by the President of a
reporter's question. But
the pointing is
itself touched by the grim
determination in the President's
face, as if he
were "pointing at", in an accusatory tone. It
could be a kind
of ^pointing out",
an attempt to call attention to his side of the
story.
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No matter how simply I attempt to describe the image, the pointing
(literally and figuratively) reaches outside of the picture. I have to
reach beyond the appearance of the photograph even to just describe its
appearance. The meaning of the image does not lie passively on the
surface of the image, waiting to be given to me. I must struggle to
grasp its meaning, to describe its effect. The ambiguity of the image is
only resok/ed by our response, by the decisions we make and the questions
we ask. The photograph seems to be equally capable as evidence that
doubts and evidence that affirms. We are the ones who decide what its
evidence will be used for.
The Reagan photograph is by no means indicative of all kinds of
photographs. Still, however, it does show us that the same kind of viewer
involvement is needed to determine its meaning, as it is needed in melodramatic
photography. I do not think that photography, as a medium, inherently
prevents the viewer's involvement. I do think, though, that the viewer
often believes, especially with documentary photojournalism, that
the
meaning of the photograph is
predetermined by its faithful rendering of
reality. This belief system fosters the viewer's perceived role as a
passive recipient of the photograph's meaning and
truth-value.
This is a function of our beliefs about photography,
and not a function of
the medium itself.
Summary
When melodrama is incorporated into photography,
the question of
whether photography can
provoke a kind of understanding
which reaches




"As a kind of narrative, melodrama is a suspect form of
knowledge."
Discussion
When I say that melodrama is a suspect form of knowledge, I only
mean that it is not, by itself, knowledge at all. The photograph is a
mark, made by humans, and seen by humans. It is part of something larger
than itself, which involves the interactions between the photographer and
the subject, and between the photograph and the viewer. The meaning of
the photographic image cannot be separated from this process. Knowledge
is not something that is instilled in the image. It is rather something
that we can hope to gain from our involvement with the photograph. We
should suspect any claims that the photograph possesses its own knowledge,
its own articulation.
This is especially true when we attempt to understand
melodrama
as a kind of narrative. This suggests that the photograph can tell
its own story, that it has a beginning and
end and that it can explain
everything inbetween. I believe that
this is a dangerous assumption,




"While seeking to reveal hidden meanine -if fmoi a ^ ,
the world of appearances is deceivingg\lJ^ ^
alS su88ests that
behind that which is immediately Ipparent "
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Discussion
I don't really want to say that the meaning of the photograph is
hidden underneath its surface. A photographic print is not very thick.
It would be difficult to hide much meaning within its thickness.
Really, I think the meaning is hidden behind ourselves. Sometimes, if
you are looking at a photograph, it helps to only pretend that you are
looking at the image. If you jerk your head around real fast behind you,
you might be able to catch the meaning of the photograph as it tries to
sneak around you unnoticed.
Jacques Derrida talks about the same thing when one is writing.
In Writing and Difference, he talks about how the meaning of what is being
written continually slips away. He argued very eloquently, I think,
that it takes a series of sidelong glances to catch meaning in the act.
The words never safely contain their intended meaning. As soon as they
are written, even while they are being written, their meaning changes.
Maybe the same thing is true of my photographs. If you look at
image #4 in the Appendix, its meaning is moving, difficult to pinpoint.
The photograph is of a large male's torso, leaning over a table towards a
woman at the back of the table. The photograph is blurred, as if the
activity it describes is still unfolding. The movement of the image
carries me away from the image, as I try to imagine the beginning and
end of this movement. What is apparently happening in the image depends on
what is happening outside the image, at the imaginary birth and death of
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the movement. The meaning slides off the picture into our imagination.
Imagine if you were a dogcatcher. You would not be able to say,
"There is the
dog."
You would have to say, "There goes the
dog."
Summary
While seeking to reveal hidden meaning, it (melodrama) also suggests
the world of appearances is deceiving: there is always more meaning hidden
behind that which is immediately apparent.
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toftentim^ on f? I y\ b6lieVe that meldrama functions in between the
o? tZITr
COnf;iCtlnS> rea^ f representation and signification. Most
f he photographs presented here are only capable of suggesting a
significance for the subjects and events represented."
Discussion/Conclusion
Hopefully, by the near-end of the Thesis Report, this statement
makes some kind of sense. I have attempted to sketch an outline of
photographic meaning as one of process and change. The meaning is not
passively given: it is actively formed by the relationship of the
photograph to its subject, and the viewer to the photograph. The
value and understanding that are derived from the photograph are not
static: they are always moving, towards or away from our own values and
understandings. We are the ones who determine the significance of the
photograph, not vice versa.
By exerting a kind of pressure on the photograph, melodrama
exaggerates its potential meaning. This same pressure also asserts the
photograph's ambiguity of meaning. Melodrama thereby increases the range
of a photograph's meaning, but with this comes an awareness of our
responsibility to decide which meanings we will
accept. Hopefully, this
allows the spectator to become an active participant, rather than a
passive recipient, in determining the photograph's meaning.
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